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ABSTRACT
With the recent resurgence towards phytotherapy, ethnobotany plays a crucial role. 
This study documents the ethnobotanical practices of the different ethnolinguistic 
groups in the Zamboanga Peninsula (ZamPen), Mindanao, Philippines, with a thorough 
systematic review and a defined field mapping. ZamPen is regarded as a center of 
floral diversity and is rich in ethnic diversity. Eight ethnolinguistic groups (Chavacano, 
Visayan, Tausug, Bajau, Sama, Yakan, Subanen, and Subanon) were purposively chosen 
as representatives from the five cities and three provinces of ZamPen. A total of 330 
respondents were interviewed through a snowball sampling method, with at least 30 
key informants per tribe. For the systematic review on ethnobotanical studies conducted 
in the Zamboanga Peninsula, four published articles were recorded. Results revealed 
208 medicinal plant species belonging to 74 families utilized by the ethnolinguistic 
groups with 18 species from Family Fabaceae. Among the different ethnolinguistic 
groups based on ethnobotanical studies and systematic reviews, the Visayans of Ipil 
and Siay, Zamboanga Sibugay, and the Subanens of Lapuyan, Zamboanga del Sur 
obtained the highest number of medicinal plants utilized (50 species in 32 families and 
89 species in 41 families, respectively). Among the 10 DOH-approved medicinal plants, 
Blumea balsamifera (sambong) of the Family Asteraceae is the most frequently utilized 
herbal plant used by all studied ethnic tribes. Leaves are the topmost utilized plant 
parts through the process of decoction. Physical relapse (bughat) is the commonly 
cited illness among locally termed diseases. Field samplings attested the availability of 
medicinal plants as the second topmost health-seeking behavior of the key informants 
to ethnobotanical practices after having experienced its effectiveness. Literature 
reviews of the plant’s bioactivities and bio isolates validate its medicinal use. However, 
there are some which need further studies supporting its claim. Documentation of this 
traditional knowledge and practices provides a framework for future drug discovery, 
promotes culture preservation, and offers opportunities for community biodiversity 
management.
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INTRODUCTION
The use of folkloric medicinal plants has been an integral 
part of history and culture throughout the globe.1–5 
These folkloric practices are inherent in many indigenous 
communities like the Philippines and have formed the basis 
of most novel medicines by laying down the foundation for 
drug discovery through its natural products.1,2,6–11According 
to the World Health Organization,12 80% of some Asian and 
African countries depend on traditional herbal medicine 
as their primary health care due to economical and 
geographical constraints. Their effectiveness, diversity, 
relatively low cost, and low side effects versus modern 
synthetic drugs make it popular in both developed and 
developing countries.2,11,13–15

Philippines, considered as one of the 18 megadiverse 
countries,16–18 is home to many rare plants. With 45% to 60% 
flowering plant endemism, their contribution to phytotherapy 
and prevention is still enormous. Recently, 11/252 drugs 
of a flowering plant origin are considered essential.12,19 
This makes the Philippines favorable for drug discovery 
initiatives.20,21Further, the country is also rich in cultural 
diversity,7,16,22 with 110 indigenous communities and more 
than 170 ethnolinguistic groups,23 including the Zamboanga 
Peninsula. Formerly known as Western Mindanao, ZamPen 
is politically divided into three provinces and five cities – the 
provinces of Zamboanga del Norte, Zamboanga Sibugay, and 
Zamboanga del Sur and as well as the cities of Zamboanga, 
Dapitan, Dipolog, Pagadian, and Isabela.17,24

The southernmost part of the Philippines that includes 
Subanen lumads; Tausug, Sama, and Yakan Muslim tribes; 
and the Chavacano and Cebuano natives are regarded as a 
center of floral diversity and possess rich ethnic diversity. Each 
of this indigenous community has a wealth of knowledge and 
practices on folkloric medicinal plants which are passed on 
from one generation to another.23

However, some undocumented issues on its safety, efficacy, 
quality, and rational use pose a challenging scientific 
task.15,25Further, many of their bioactive natural products are 
still unidentified.26 Therefore, a need to conduct a literature 
review on the folkloric usage of medicinal plants as it plays a role 
in the primary health care of local communities. With an ever-
increasing plethora of studies being published in the health 
sciences,27 literature reviews will provide a strategic guide for 
scientific validation of the medicinal plants’ efficacy. A detailed 
and comprehensive search strategy in systematic reviews also 
aimed to synthesize all relevant ethnobotanical studies in 
ZamPen.28 Field mapping involve specifying the geographical 
location of these medicinal plants for substantiation of 
necessary conservation for sustainable utilization.

This current study generally aimed to conduct an 
ethnobotanical study, systematic review, and field mapping 
on folkloric medicinal plants in the Zamboanga Peninsula, 
Mindanao, Philippines as a framework for the “Tuklas Lunas” 
(Drug Discovery) Program of the government for further 
identification of bioactive natural products for drug discovery 
initiatives in the country (Fig. 1).

Figure 1  The Tuklas Lunas Program Framework of the DOST.
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METHODS
STUDY DESIGN

This study employed a descriptive survey research design, 
which includes documentation of the indigenous healing 
practices and ethnopharmacological knowledge of the folkloric 
groups in ZamPen. A thorough ethnohistorical background 
of the tribe in the form of the semi-structured interview was 
recorded following the tabular format by the Department 
of Science and Technology – Philippine Council for Health 
Research Development (DOST-PCHRD).

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY POPULATION AND 
STUDY SITE

The purposive sampling design was employed in choosing the 
study population. Figure 2 shows the map of the study site.

Eight ethnolinguistic groups were purposively chosen as 
representatives from the five cities and three provinces 
of the Zamboanga Peninsula. According to Hapalla,29 the 
Zamboanga Peninsula is inhabited by a group of lumads called 
the Subanen, which comprise the following linguistic groups: 
(1) the Subanon of Malayal, Sibuco (Zamboanga del Norte), 
Labuan, and Patalon which are influenced by Chavacano 
language; (2) the Subanon of the Baliguian, Malayal, Sibuco 
and Siocon, being influenced by Cebuano language, (3) the 
Subanen of Sindangan, Tuboy, Salug, Manukan, and Siayan; (4) 
the Subanen in Tambulig and Dumingag, Zambonga del Sur 
Area; and (5) the Subanen of Dumalinao, Lakewood, Sibugay 
dialect, which is in use in the Lapuyan-Margosatubig-Dinas 
and the Buug-Kabasalan areas. Further, the area selected is 
comprised of Muslim indigenous cultural communities such 
as the Tausug, Yakan, Badjao, and Sama.23Visayans were 
also included in the study population since they are also rich 
in ethnobotanical knowledge as manifested in their practice 
known as “binisayang tambal”.30,31 Chavacanos in Zamboanga 
City are also known for their unique traditional practices.32 Each 

of these indigenous or local communities possesses a unique 
body of traditional knowledge and practices which have been 
developed throughout centuries of use and passed down to 
succeeding generations.23

This study selected the following ethnolinguistic tribes to be 
part of ethnobotanical survey and field mapping:

Chavacanos of Zamboanga City

Zamboanga City is in the southernmost part of the Philippines 
and is the third-largest city in the country that is considered 
highly urbanized. The people speak one of the Spanish-based 
oldest creole languages in the world called Chavacano. Some 
of its barangays are in remote and mountainous areas, thus 
agriculture is the maximum shared land use. The barangays 
purposively chosen for this study include (a) La Paz of the 
West Coast (7.0201, 121.9707 GPS coordinates; 600mASL 
elevation), an urban barangay that is 18.5 km from the city 
proper with a population size of 7557 in 2015. It is considered 
the little Baguio of Zamboanga City since its temperature 
can drop up to 18°C. (b) Sibulao in the East Coast (7.3169, 
122.2064 GPS coordinates; 185.5mASL elevation), a rural 
barangay with a population size of 4244 people in 2015. (c) 
Capisan (6.9815, 122.0416 GPS coordinates; 491.5mASL), 
located in the mountainous part around 15km from the city 
proper. It is also a rural barangay with a 1408 population size 
in 2015.

Bajaus of Ayuda Bajau village, Maasin, Zamboanga City

Ayuda Bajau Village (6.9751, 122.0071 GPS coordinates; 
6mASL) in Maasin, Zamboanga City, is one of the indigenous 
cultural communities (ICCs) officially declared by the National 
Commission on Indigenous Peoples (NCIP). The population of 
this ICC is around 302 individuals in 144 Families. These people 
lived in lepa or houseboats and are replacing them with houses 
on stilts.33However, most of their occupation relies on fishing 
and fish vending.

Figure 2  Map of Zamboanga Peninsula, showing the administrative boundaries of the three provinces and five cities (modified from google.
com images).
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Visayans of Barangay, Cawa-cawa, Dapitan City

One of the coastal barangays in Dapitan City (8.6623, 123.4255 GPS; 
4.1mASL elevation) is dominated by the Visayan ethnolinguistic 
tribe and has a population of 2746 people in 2015 census. 
The Bisaya or Visayans are Austronesian people who originated 
from the central and southern regions of the Philippines. The 
sole reason for their presence in Mindanao is migration looking 
for livelihood. Of late Bisaya, refer to the one who comes from 
Mindanao – not born or raised in the Visayas but speaks any of the 
Visayan languages like Ilonggo, Waray, or Cebuano.34

Visayans of Dipolog City

Dipolog City is geographically located at 8° 35' north and 123° 
20' east with an estimated elevation of 10.8 mASL. It is the 
coastal component of the province Zamboanga del Norte that 
serves as the provincial capital. Its population determined by the 
2015 Census was 130,759. The Visayan tribe dominates this city.

Tausugs of Isabela City, Basilan

Basilan is one of the island provinces that make up the Philippine 
archipelago located in the Autonomous Region of Muslim 
Mindanao (ARMM) across the southern tip of Zamboanga 
Peninsula (Region 9). It is bounded on the north by Basilan 
Strait, on the east by Moro Gulf, on the southeast by the Celebes 
Sea, and on the west by the Sulu Sea. The province is subdivided 
into 11 municipalities and two cities (Isabela City which is part 
of the ZamPen region and Lamitan City under ARMM).222 Isabela 
City (GPS 6° 42' North, 121° 58' East; 15.7 mASL elevation) is a 
coastal component of the island province of Basilan that also 
serves as the provincial capital. Its population determined by 
the 2015 Census was 112,788. It is also a home for several 
Tausugs. The area possesses several medicinal plants like 
coconut, rubber trees, mangroves, and other plants.35

Yakans of Isabela City, Basilan

Yakans in Isabela City are indigenous Muslim tribes concentrated 
in Tipo-Tipo, Lamitan, Sumisip, and Tuburan. Scattered 
populations are also present in some barangays of Isabela City.36

Sama of Isabela City, Basilan

Another indigenous people group of the Isabela City in Basilan 
is the Sama. The Sama was originally located in the islands and 
coastal areas separating southwestern Mindanao from the 
northeastern islands of Sulu. It is thought that they first began 
to disperse sometime in the first millennium A.D. because of 
expanding Chinese trade. This southward migration accelerated 
in the 15th century with the founding of a Sulu sultanate 
and increased maritime trade. From bases, particularly on 
Balangingi Island, Sama slave traders carried out annual raids 
on coastal settlements from Luzon to the central Moluccas.

Visayans of Ipil and Siay, Zamboanga Sibugay

Ipil and Siay are two municipalities located in the second 
district and eastern part of the Zamboanga Sibugay province 
in the Zamboanga Peninsula region in Mindanao, Philippines. 

Its capital is Ipil. Siay is 38 kilometers away from Ipil. These 
municipalities are dominated by the Visayan tribe.

Subanens of Siay and Diplahan, Zamboanga Sibugay

Barangay Camanga (Longitude: 122.5920, Latitude: 7.8389) 
in Titay, Zamboanga Sibugay, Philippines is one of the 
inhabited barangays by several Subanen indigenous people. 
The municipality of Diplahan is a third-class municipality 
in Zamboanga Sibugay, Philippines. It is exactly located at 
7°45'21.3"N, 122°57'04.4"E. In the 2015 census, it had a 
population of 32,428 people. Farming is the primary source 
of livelihood. Eighty-seven percent of the population relies on 
farming, 8% in mining, and 5% are government employees or 
others.223,224

Subanen tribe in the Philippines is one of the largest among the 
ethnic groups in the country.225 The term “Subanen” is derived 
from the word “suba” meaning river or mouth of the river, or 
upstream, and the Subanen people are referred to generally 
as the “gbansa Subanen,” meaning the Subanen nation.29 The 
Subanen group are dispersed all over Zamboanga Peninsula.216

Subanens of Margosatubig, Zamboanga del Sur

Margosatubig is a coastal municipality in the province 
of Zamboanga del Sur. Its GPS coordinates are 7° 35' North, 
123° 10' East with elevation of 26.5 mASL. Its population 
based on 2015 Census is 37,873.

Subanon of Sibuco, Zamboanga del Norte

Sibuco is a coastal municipality in the province of Zamboanga 
del Norte. Its population as determined by the 2015 Census was 
34,620. The municipal center of Sibuco is situated at approximately 
7° 18' North, 122° 4' East, in the island of Mindanao. Elevation 
at these coordinates is estimated at 11mASL. According to an 
interview with the tribal chieftain (Timuay), the Subanon of 
Sibuco belongs to Western Subanon based on geographical 
division. They have almost the same culture and tradition like 
the Subanen, but the root word of their name is “subang” which 
means first born or first moon. They assert that they are the first 
people to populate Zamboanga Peninsula.

DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES

Ethnobotanical survey

A snowball sampling method was used in choosing the 
respondents. The sample size for each folkloric group in each 
area was at least 30 representative key informants. The first 
key informant was the barangay captain, who later referred 
the other informants.

This ethnobotanical survey employed a semistructured 
questionnaire that involves three parts. About 10-15 min was 
allocated for each key informant:

Part I. General information – Includes the interview date, 
time, province, city or municipality, specific barangay, and 
description of the area (urban/rural, the major language 
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used, tribe, population size, and land-use systems). 
This was filled by the interviewer before conducting the 
interview.

Part II. Demographic profile – This includes the age bracket in 
the listed life stage, years of utilizing medicinal plants in 
treating some diseases, gender, civil status, educational 
attainment, livelihood, and ethnic tribe livelihood, and the 
gender of the key informant and the experience (in years) 
on folkloric usage on medicinal plant use.

Part III. Folkloric knowledge on medicinal plant use – This 
involves documentation of the various folkloric knowledge 
on medicinal plant use (including plant part used, mode 
of preparation, folkloric use, and user groups). It also 
included an open-ended question on the reasons for using 
medicinal plants to cure diseases.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

An ethics clearance from the Western Mindanao State University 
– Research Ethics Oversight Committee (WMSU-REOC) was 
obtained. Since this study involved interviews of indigenous 
people, a corresponding ‘Clearance Pre-implementation’ from 
the NCIP was obtained. A memorandum of agreement was 
signed with every ICC leader. Needed permits were also taken 
into consideration through the directors, municipal/provincial 
LGU in charge, and barangay captains. A requirement related 
to clearance procurement from the National Commission on 
Muslim Filipinos (NCMF) was also accomplished.

DATA MINING (SYSTEMIC REVIEW)

Data mining in systematic reviews was employed as patterned 
in the study of Alebie et al.37 The search strategy included a 
web-based systematic research literature technique. Ethno-
botanical/ethnomedicinal journal articles reporting on medicinal 
plants used for traditional practices were gathered through 
different search approaches, 1. search for published MSc/Ph.D. 
thesis research reports or funded studies using Google search 
engine and local university websites. 2. search for published 
journal articles using international scientific databases, including 
PubMed, Science Direct, Web of Science, and Google scholar.

Screening of search outputs was performed in two stages: first, 
the title and abstract of identified journal articles/theses were 
overviewed. After that, suitable prospects were downloaded 
and critically inspected for inclusion.

FIELD MAPPING

The exact location of the medicinal plants was accomplished 
through actual field samplings. Field mapping projects are 
carried out as patterned by Njue.38 A short reconnaissance 
field trip was included with a local translator. Photographs, GPS 
coordinates, and elevation was recorded.

Sample medicinal plants were collected and preserved 
following herbarium techniques. These specimens later served 
as vouchers of the plants identified as medicinal plants and 

were deposited at the Western Mindanao State University 
(WMSU)/CSM mini herbarium.

DATA PROCESSING AND ANALYSIS

SPSS software tools were used for the descriptive statistics. The 
results were synthesized in a tabular form by tribes in an area. This 
was systematically categorized by Family in alphabetical order 
containing a complete overview in terms of the medicinal plants’ 
scientific name (including authority), English name/Tagalog name 
and native vernacular term (as the common names), the parts 
used, folkloric use, preparation, and the mode of application. 
Institutions performing the published research or unpublished 
theses were emphasized. From the in-depth review of literature, 
bioactivities of the medicinal plants (including uses from other 
countries) as well as the bioactive isolated natural products and 
their associated purported applications were also reflected.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
There are only four published researches on ethnobotanical 
studies in Zamboanga Peninsula based on systematic reviews 
– the Subanens of Dumingag, ZDS by Morilla et al.;39 Subanens 
of Lapuyan, and ZDS by Pizon et al.;40 Traditional practitioners 
of Ramon Magsaysay, ZDS by Morilla and Demayo;41 and Tribal 
healers of Pagadian City by Agapin.30 An additional of 11 
ethnobotanical studies were taken in consideration, to include 
other unexplored ethnic tribes in Zamboanga Peninsula to look 
into possible variations and similarities of plants being used in 
treating diseases- Chavacanos and Bajaus of Zamboanga City; 
Tausugs, Yakan and Sama of Isabela City, Basilan; Subanen 
of Titay and Diplahan, Zamboanga Sibugay; Visayans of Ipil 
and Siay, Zamboanga Sibugay; Subanen of Margosatubig, 
Zamboanga del Sur; Subanon of Sibuco, Zamboanga del Norte, 
Visayans of Dipolog City; and Visayans of Dapitan City.

A total of 208 medicinal plant species belonging to 74 
families were found to be used across all groups studied. 
Family Fabaceae comprised the highest number of species 
used (19), followed by Euphorbiaceae (11), and the Families 
of Lamiaceae, Malvaceae, and Asteraceae with 10 species. 
Table 1 shows the ethnobotanical practices and literature 
review on medicinal plants utilized by the different tribes in the 
Zamboanga Peninsula.

Almost all ethnic tribes utilized one or more of the 10 DOH-
approved medicinal plants, as supported by the Philippine 
Institute of Traditional and Alternative Health Care (PITAHC; 
R.A. No. 8423). These include: Vitex negundo (lagundi), Mentha 
cordifelia (yerba buena), B. balsamifera (sambong), Carmona 
retusa (tsaang gubat), Quisqualis indica L. (niyug-niyogan), 
Psidium guajava L. (guava), Cassia alata (akapulko), Pepperoma 
pellucida (ulasimang bato), Allium sativum (garlic), and 
Momordica charantia (ampalaya). Among these, B. balsamifera 
(sambong) is the most frequently utilized herbal plant (100% 
in all ethnolinguistic groups) in treating common diseases 
such as cough and colds, stomachache, postpartum care, 
urinary tract infection, dysmenorhhea and amenorrhea. This 
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is followed by V. negundo (Family Lamiaceae) and P. guajava 
(Family Mrytaceae). On the other hand, Annona muricata 
(guyabano) of the Family Annonaceae, is the most frequently 
utilized plant in treating diabetes, hypertension, and cancer.

The leaf part is the most frequently utilized plant part in 
a decoction process since they are easily collected and 
stored.31Leaves are also the sites of production and storehouse 
of many chemical compounds (tannins, alkaloids and 
flavonoids) generating important phytochemicals for effective 
healing ability .39 In terms of the mode of preparation, the 
decoction is the most common process in preparing herbal 
medicines. This preparation involves the boiling of the plant 
materials for an extended period, so the hard material of the 
plants will soften and release its active components.207

Figures 2 and 3 show the graphical variations among the 
different ethnolinguistic groups per area in terms of the 

species and families of medicinal plants utilized based on 
ethnobotanical studies and systematic reviews, respectively.

In terms of the ethnobotanical practices, the Visayans of Ipil 
and Siay, Zamboanga Sibugay, comprised the highest number 
of utilized medicinal plants (50) from 32 families being. 
According to De Guzman et al.,31 Visayans are resourceful 
enough to utilize plants as alternative medicine (commonly 
called “Binisayang tambal”). B. tambal practice serves as the 
local primary health care, especially in rural areas and patients 
claimed that it is effective. In terms of systematic reviews, 
the Subanens of Lapuyan, Zamboanga del Sur, comprised 
the highest number of medicinal plant species (89) from 41 
families. Bellen,207 in their study wrote that “they regard that 
the knowledge on the use of plants for medicines are bestowed 
through a dream and the practice of utilizing these medicinal 
plants are passed on throughout generations.”

Figure 2  Graphical variations among the different ethnolinguistic groups per area in terms of the species and families of medicinal plants 
utilized based on ethnobotanical studies.

Figure 3  Graphical variations among the different ethnolinguistic groups per area in terms of the species and families of medicinal plants 
utilized based on systematic reviews.
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Literature reviews from the different published research reveal 
important bioactivities and bioisolates of the medicinal plants 
utilized. Among all ethnolinguistic groups, the following 52 
medicinal plants need further investigations for their active 
bioisolates and bioactivities: P. aquatica, O. cochenillifera, 
T. rumphii, M. citrifolia, kayumanis and kambal-simangko, C. utan, 
S. trifasciata, Artemisia sp., I. cylindrica, C. philippinse, Ficus sp., F. 
pumila, M. acuminata bract, S. astylosa bark, F. latifolia, H. rubescens, 
O. diversifolium, Calamus sp., Radermachera sp., B. cernua, A. 
rhomboidea, Lilium sp., P. tinctorium, F. heteropoda, M. textilis, 
M. sapientum, M. sapientum L. var. cinerea, P. velutina, Lycodium 
sp., S. delicatula, S. bracteata, D. metel, S. tarpheta jamaicensis, 
C. speciosus, K. galanga, C. elata, A. philippinensis, M. floribunchus, 
P. ninuri, H. colorata, E. ambionensis, H. vulgaris, Sansevieria spp., P. 
spicatus, J. podagrica, M. floribunda, D. capitatum, A. ascalohicum, 
C. dactylon, T. bertramia, and L. capitellata.

While all the ethnolinguistic groups utilized medicinal plants 
to cure common respiratory diseases to critical diseases, they 
also have unique traditional practices in treating locally termed 
conditions. Table 2 shows the variations in terms of the seven 
locally termed conditions and associated rituals among the 
different ethnolinguistic groups.

Among the locally termed diseases of the different 
ethnolinguistic groups, “bughat” occupies the topmost (9), 
followed by “pasmo” (6), and “panuhot” (5). The Subanens 
of Margostubig exhibits the highest of these locally termed 
diseases, five of which are: bughat, kabag, panuhot, pasmo, 
and piang that lack scientific support yet. Many locals believe 
in these even today. In the preceding discussions, these are 
described based on literature reviews:

BUGHAT (PHYSICAL RELAPSE)

This condition is usually experienced by women who perform 
heavy physical activity post pregnancy. The woman suffering 

from physical relapse feels weak, very tired, and sometimes 
has flu-like symptoms. According to Millondaga,208 “bughat” is 
often perceived as a natural reaction of women to pregnancy 
and childbirth in some rural areas of the Philippines. However, 
the word "relapse," refers to the state of deterioration of health 
after recovery.31

BUTOD SA TIYAN (GAS PAIN DUE TO  
ABDOMINAL DISTENTION)

Symptoms include bloating and irritable bowel syndrome. 
The pathophysiology of bloating and abdominal distention 
is complicated and incompletely understood.209On the other 
hand, butod sa tiyan caused by “impasto” (indigestion) may 
lead to infantile colic. According to Sung,210infantile colic refers 
to excessive crying of unknown causes in infants.

KABUHI

This is an indescribable feeling in the epigastric region of the 
abdomen. The symptoms include rapid palpitation that causes 
dizziness and cold sweats. The remedy according to folkloric 
treatment, is to apply pressure at the point of origin. There are 
many other treatments from different regions of the Philippines, 
but historically they just apply pressure on the gastric area and 
wrap the waist with a piece of cloth, making it like a belt.

HILO

The Visayans of Dapitan and Subanen believed in “hilo.” 
According to Elago et al.,23 some folks died or were sick 
because of saled (hilo). Feelings of physical malaise, 
indescribable overfatigue, with untreated cough are often 
experienced by folks diagnosed with hilo. Saled or poison is 
a practice to make someone ill or die. This is still in practice, 
by the all the folks. In an interview with a “timuay,” the 
transmission of “hilo” can either be accidental or intentional. 

Table 2  Variations in terms of locally termed diseases and associated rituals among the different ethnolinguistic groups. [AQ2]

Locally termed 
diseases

Total per locally- 
termed disease

Ethnolinguistic groups

1 2* 3 4 5 6 7 8* 9 10 11* 12# 13# 14# 15#

1. Bughat 9 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

2. Butod sa tiyan 2 √ √

3. Kabuhi 1 √

4. Hilo 2 √ √

5. Panuhot 5 √ √ √ √ √

6. Pasmo 6 √ √ √ √ √ √

7. Piang 2 √ √

Total per tribe 3 1 3 2 1 1 – 3 – 5 3 – 1 1 3

Legend:	 1 – Chavacanos of ZC	 8 – Visayans of Ipil & Siay, Zambo. Sibugay
	 2 – Bajaus of ZC	 9 – Subanens of Titay & Diplahan, Zambo. Sibugay
	 3 – Visayans of Dapitan City	 10 – Subanens of Margosatubig, Zambo. Sur
	 4 – Visayans of Dipolog City	 11 – Subanons of Sibuco, Zamboanga del Norte
	 5 – Tausugs of Isabela City, Basilan	 12 – Subanens of Dumingag, ZDS39

	 6 – Yakans of Isabela City, Basilan	 13 – Subanens of Lapuyan, Zambo. Sur 40

	 7 – Sama of Isabela City, Basilan	 14 – Traditional practitioners of RM41

	 15 – Tribal healers of Pagadian City, ZDS30

	 * With unique traditional ritual related to folkloric medicinal use.
	 # Based on systematic reviews.
	 √ Observed in the tribe
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Accidental is through food while intentional is done by an 
expert “manghiloay.”

They conspire because they are jealous of somebody’s growth, 
or do not want others to be ahead of them in terms of wealth, 
wisdom, or even in physical appearance. Saled is also a way of 
defending oneself from enemies or possible allies and is not 
advisable as it is dangerous.

Figure 4 shows the medicinal plant used to fight against “hilo” 
and the “lana” made by a “balian” (traditional healer).

The medicinal plant known as “gua” is used by the Subanon to 
fight hilo. Their root parts are directly chewed as medicine. The 
individual attacked by a “manghiloay,” will feel the following 
symptoms: sore throat, cough, muscle pain, vomiting, fatigue, 
fever, and the indescribable feeling of malaise. Chewing this 
medicinal root will counteract the effect of hilo. If the individual 
feels a bitter taste, this confirms the attack by hilo and vice versa.

In a similar manner, the “lana”, made by a balian can cure 
“hilo” and is considered as a “sulukupan” (multi-purpose 
medicinal plant). This comprises the roots of 3 medicinal plants 
that are under molecular analyses for their identification. This 
root mixture is infused with coconut oil and applied on the 
head or any areas that need treatment or a teaspoonful of it 
can also be orally taken. The folks caution that a not properly 
stored mixture can be ineffective.

PANUHOT

“Panuhot” is another illness reported by the Visayans, which 
occurs when wind enters the body’s nerves and tissues, causing 
pain and swelling in areas where they have consolidated.211

PASMO

“Pasmo” occurs when a person is over working beyond his 
physical capacities without adequate rest. The symptoms 
are body malaise, muscle jerking, and spasms evident on the 
extremities, accompanied by headache and dizziness.212

PIANG

“Piang” is a sprain or dislocation of nerves or tissues, affecting 
any part of the body brought about by a fall or mishandling of 
the child. 211 These result in cough mainly when they affect the 
chest, back, or underarm.

The folk etiology also reports that, cold wind can enter the 
“piang” site causing the cough termed “gipanuhot ang piang.” 

211 Only a manghihilot (masseur) can treat this condition; 
midwives or physicians are not capable of managing “piang.” 
“Piang” as a significant cause of cough is widespread in many 
areas of the Philippines.213

All the locally termed diseases among different ethnic groups 
are diagnosed based on their local traditional healers, which 
can be influenced by the individual’s health-seeking behavior 
and the healer choices. Table 3 shows the factors influencing 
the health-seeking behavior of the key informants to 
ethnobotanical practices.

The outcomes of Table 3 show that all the respondents (100 %) 
revealed that the effectiveness of the treatment based on their 
personal experiences influenced their health-seeking behavior 
to ethnobotanical practices. Effectiveness refers to the extent 
to which specific treatments can relieve or cure certain 
ailments. This is followed by the availability/accessibility of the 
medicinal plants within the locality (94.85%). This is attested 
by the defined field sampling conducted. A fact sheet of the 
WHO (dated December 2015) stated that one of the topmost 
reasons why 80% of the population in some Asian and 
African countries depends on traditional medicine is because 
of the easy availability of medicinal plants and geographical 
constraints versus health care facilities.

Some folkloric groups perform rituals before the use of the 
medicinal plant for enhanced effective disease treatment. 
According to them a ritual is a communicative means for uniting 
spiritual and material, scientific and special, daily expectations, 
past and present, and other principle structures contributing to 
the development of an individual’s life.214 Only few studies are 
reported with rituals because of the challenges encountered to 
sustain these practices.215The present study has documented 
the rituals performed by the three ethnolinguistic tribes (the 
Subanon of Zamboanga del Norte, Bajau of Zamboanga City, 
and Visayan of Ipil, Zamboanga Sibugay) with photo and video 
evidences.

Subanon (same with Subanen but different pronunciation) is 
one of the tribal groups in Mindanao, the Philippines, which 
performs various rituals,218 their traditional folkloric healing 
knowledge in the Zamboanga Peninsula area is minimal. The 
challenges encountered to sustain these practices include the 
barrier in transmitting this tradition to the next generation. 
The link https://youtu.be/WO2OQ62tGIw documents the video 
performed by the “balian” of Subanon in Sibuco, Zamboanga 
del Norte, with medicinal plant usage. Imbing220mentioned 

Table 3  Factors influencing the health-seeking behavior of the key 
informants to ethnobotanical practices (N=330).

Factors Total Percentage (%)

Effectiveness of treatment based on 
personal experience

330 100

Testimony from other users (pass on) 228 69.09

Availability/accessibility 313 94.85

Affordability 36 10.91

Nil side effects 18 5.45

Figure 4  (a) Medicinal plant (gua) used to fight against hilo. (b)The 
lana made by a balian (traditional healer).
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this ritual as “Gbeklug Mangenawa” which is performed for 
healing of the ill.

Informed consent was obtained from the “Timuay” or tribal 
chieftain to document it, and was approved by the “Gulang 
gokum” (highest among chieftain among the seven rivers 
based on political subdivision/eldest timuay). The NCIP was 
also informed before publishing the evidence. Figure 5 shows 
the rituals performed by a balian of Subanon in Sibuco, 
Zamboanga del Norte, while Table 4 summarizes the materials 
used in the traditional healing ritual of the Subanon of Sibuco 
and its symbolism.

Balians are the only ones who can perform the tribal ritual. They 
are also believed to be the one who can see and communicate 
with supernatural entities or creatures, both good and evil.29 
The ritual is usally performed on a full moon day because it 
enhances their abilities to see and communicate with the 
supernatural entities.

In the study of Mabini et al.215 the “balian” usually uses the 
eggs in identifying the disease by performing “Tigi-tigi” in 
treating or healing such diseases. In this process, the egg are 
placed for few minutes on the particular r part of the person’s 
body that has the illness, ache, or discomfort. The white egg 
is a primary ingredient in performing different rituals since it is 
believed to attract spirits.

In the Subanen tribe of Lapuyan, Zamboanga del Sur, some 
medicinal plants such as E. indica (paragis), Lygodium sp., and 
S. bracteata (banag) are used for “pagan” meaning folkloric 
use. This is a religious belief that in the goddesses of the sea/
god of the land.

Unique to the Visayans is the practice of “toob” especially 
during fever which utilizes smoke from certain medicinal plants 
and that are inhaled by the patient in a closed compartment 
.31 In the study of Bucol,216 “toob” is practiced by folk healers 
or herbolarios in Siquijor Island in Central Philippines for curing 
toothache. Mansueto et al.,212 showed that the management 
of certain diseases through “toob.” Here a heated pot was 
placed under the chair and the person sits down covered with 
blanket including the head. Later, the pot would be slowly 
opened. The person uncovers his/her head from time to time 
during the treatment process. However, the practice of “toob” 
in treating diseases are not yet scientifically explored.31 Figure 6 
shows the ritual done by a Visayan herbolario (faith healer).

Figure 7 shows the materials used during the healing ritual with 
medicinal plants among the Bajaus of Ayuda Bajau Village, 
Maasin, Zamboanga City. Here, medicinal plants with liniment 
are applied to a patient’s body. On the other hand, the use 
of kamangyan (incense) and a musical instrument made of 
goat’s skin were utilized by the Bajaus during the healing ritual.

In summary, ethnolinguistic groups of the country play an 
essential role because they possess broad knowledge of their 
localities.217Exploring and documenting their knowledge and 
practices on ethnobotany may enlighten other people about 
their way of life and their customary beliefs or culture on 

Table 4  Materials used in the traditional healing ritual of the Subanon of Sibuco and its symbolism.

Material
(native term) English term Symbolism

Itlog bisaya Native white egg To attract spirits and serves as viand for the spirits. They are placed on top of a large leaf.

Bugas Rice This serves as the food to the spirits/gods/goddesses; A fistful of it is also placed on top of the 
leaf with the native egg.

Kamangyan Incense Used to call the attention of the spirits and transmit their messages to them; are lighted 
during the actual offering of prayers.

Sinsilyo Coins To return the favor asked, it should be hard as old coins; A cupful of coins is placed below the 
leaf as seen in Figure 5.

Tabako Tobacco To attract mercy and to strengthen the effect of herbal practice; they are placed on the sides 
of the rice and native egg.

Sulunsang (kahoy na 
ibugsok sa silangan)

- – To provide a venue for praying which should be facing in the East direction (sun rises). In their 
tradition and belief, this direction is the creator. It is made up of 4 poles strategically placed.

Kilala plant – To recognize good spirits; a type of plant with leaves (Fig. 5 right image).

Puti nga tela White cloth To attract good spirits as they only recognize cleanliness.

Figure 5  Rituals performed by a “balian” of Subanon in Sibuco, 
Zamboanga del Norte.
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folkloric medicinal plants. As supported by Elmedulan Jr.,218 
providing a platform to convey the information to the next 
ethnic generation is a way to preserve the culture. Further, the 
preservation of intangible cultural heritage provides a tribe 
with a sense of identity and continuity and promotes respect 
for cultural diversity.

Documentation of this traditional knowledge and practices will 
provide a framework for future drug discovery; opportunities 
for community biodiversity management; and promotes 
cultural preservation. Further, the process of identifying and 
appraising all published reviews allows researchers to describe 
the quality of the evidence-based practices, summarize and 
compare the strength of the conclusion.219

CONCLUSION
A total of 208 medicinal plant species belonging to 74 families 
were utilized by the ethnolinguistic groups, of which18 
species belonged to Family Fabaceae. The Visayan tribe of 
Ipil and Siay, Zamboanga Sibugay, had the highest number 
of medicinal plants utilized based on ethnobotanical studies. 
While the Subanens of Lapuyan, Zamboanga del Sur recorded 
the more medicinal plants based on systematic reviews. 

Almost all ethnic tribes utilized one or more of the 10 DOH-
approved medicinal plants, with B. balsamifera (sambong) as 
the most frequently utilized herbal plant (100%) in treating 
common diseases such as cough and colds. Leaves are the 
topmost utilized plant parts through the process of decoction. 
Physical relapse (bughat) is the commonly cited illness among 
the locally termed diseases of the different ethnolinguistic 
groups. Having documented some tribal rituals related 
to ethnobotanical practices preserves intangible cultural 
heritage. Field samplings attested the availability of medicinal 
plants as the second topmost health-seeking behavior of the 
key informants to ethnobotanical practices.
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